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BOOK REVIEWS
Public Faces-Private Lives, Women in South Florida 1870s-1910s. By Karen Davis. Miami,
Florida. 1990. Pickering Press. Pp. vii, 195. Photographs. Bibliography. Index. Paper. $12.95.
Karen Davis offers a refreshing new perspective of Florida history. Her book, Public
Faces-Private Lives, gives long overdue recognition to the women who settled the south Florida
wilderness in the late 1800s and early 1900s. The “heroines” are ordinary women: wives and
mothers who left secure northern homes to begin new lives with their families in
palmetto-thatched huts and bug-infested swamps; young girls who grew up far from friends,
stores and schools; and seasonal residents who escaped the harsh northern winters to bask in the
balmy Florida climate. In chronicling the daily lives of these women, Davis paints a vivid picture
of family life and the pioneer experience on one of America's last frontiers.
With an objective eye, Davis skillfully brings the women of south Florida to life. Utilizing oral
testimonies, personal papers, diaries and letters, she allows her subjects to tell their own stories
in their own words. Secondary materials, census records and nineteenth-century regional
publications, such as the Lake Worth Historian, put these stories into historical context. Davis
leads the reader through an alternating pattern of temporal and topical chapters, which include a
generous offering of photographs.
Topics range from pioneer life to Victorian stereotypes, including the development of new
survival skills, women and work and the formation of women’s, organizations. Living under
rugged conditions, often miles from a post office, store or neighbor, many families relied on
jettisoned packets from ship-wrecks to provide them with food and other essentials. Women gave
primary concern to family survival. Using old skills and learning new ones, Davis argues,
women not only adapted but also in many cases altered their frontier environment into
comfortable, middle-class communities.
At the same time, many women of the region struggled against Victorian expectations. In one
chapter, Davis reveals that struggle in the intimate correspondence of four young friends living
near Key Biscayne in the 1890s. Full of energy and spirit, the letters of Alice Oxar show great
dissatisfaction with the genteel behavior that her parents expected. In her adolescence, Alice
complained about life at home. Papa “won’t let me go nowhere,” she wrote. “I get so mad
sometimes that I don't know what to do. . . . They say I am a tom boy and a flirt.” Alice’s
contemporaries, Della and Delia Storman Keen, shared similar frustrations when faced with rigid
Victorian dictates regarding their roles as daughters, wives and mothers. Della was unusually
candid in her comments on birth control and childbirth, claiming she would “rether be ded” than
have another child (p. 159). (In fact, Della bore at least three more children.) These individual
and arresting personal sketches, drawn by the women themselves, are what bring Public
Faces-Private Lives to life.
The book has few shortcomings. Davis readily concedes that she is able to give voice primarily
to middle- and upper-class white women, while remaining largely silent on the lives of
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The Murray family posed at the turn of the century in front of their palmetto-thatched packing
shed in Boynton, Florida.
Photograph from Public Faces-Private Lives by Karen Davis.

Seminoles, blacks and poor whites. As she points out, these groups generally had “neither the
time nor the skills to leave behind a written record” (p. 5). She has done a great deal of research,
however, and does an excellent job of bringing her sources together in a fluid and engaging
narrative. Davis, a journalist by profession, has principally chronicled the past. From a
historian’s point of view, the study lacks in-depth interpretation. This may be unfair criticism of
a book that is intended to bring light to a mostly unexplored topic. This Davis does with skill,
and she deserves accolades for her achievement. Public Faces-Private Lives is an important
source for anyone wishing to learn more about women's history, Victorian family life or the
pioneer experience in Florida.
Ellen J. Babb

Back Home: A History of Citrus County, Florida. By Hampton Dunn. Inverness, Florida. 1989
[second printing]. Citrus County Historical Society. Pp. viii, 506. Illustrations. Bibliography.
Index. Cloth. $35.00.
Hampton Dunn wrote this book as part of the 1976 Bicentennial celebration; it has been
reprinted with “no changes, additions, or deletions.” As he states in the preface, writing the
history of the county where he was born and raised (in Floral City) was a true labor of love. The
love
and
pride
are
evident
in
many
personal
anecdotes.
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